Background: This study examines the opinions of health professionals about the capacity and performance of the 'técnico de cirurgia', a surgically trained assistant medical officer in the Mozambican health system. Particular attention is paid to the views of medical doctors and maternal and child health nurses.
Background
In the aftermath of independence, building on experience in other countries, the Mozambican health system introduced new professional cadres to deliver basic compre-hensive services, mainly in rural areas. Thousands of frontline health workers from basic to mid-level cadres were trained. The introduction of these cadres comprised the técnico de medicina, a mid-level medical practitioner, a key cadre at district level with clinical and managerial skills [1] . In line with this policy, a new cadre, 'técnicos de cirurgia' (TCs), able to perform emergency surgery, obstetrics and traumatology in the difficult conditions of rural hospitals, was introduced in 1984. At the time the need for these services was aggravated by emergencies created by a worsening civil war [2] .
The TC in Mozambique does not have a medical degree; candidates are recruited mainly among the best mid-level medical practitioners or nurses, with substantial experience in rural areas. They undergo an intensive training programme, learning under the tight supervision of senior surgeons, comprising two years of training at Maputo Central Hospital and one year of internship in a provincial hospital [3] . The introduction of these cadres was met with some resistance from medical doctors and nurses. Among some of this staff, TCs were perceived as second class professionals leading to lack of consideration and commitment in the pursuit of their training. Nonetheless, TCs are usually assigned as the only 'surgeon' in a rural hospital with functioning theatre. All such health facilities in Mozambique are now staffed with at least one TC, the predominant cadre providing much needed emergency surgical care in rural areas. The young doctors deployed at this level have limited surgical experience and are in fact often being trained by this cadre of 'non-physicians' to perform major surgery.
Moreover, a recent study that compared the working histories of medical doctors and TCs shows that there is a very high degree of retention of TCs at the district hospital level, whereas almost all medical doctors posted there are gone within three years. Seven years after graduation more than 80% of TCs remain at district hospital level, whereas the corresponding percentage for medical doctors is zero [4] . Both this retention figure and the cost effectiveness data are strong arguments that for decades to come TCs will have a prominent place.
Today, despite interruptions in training and some losses from death and departure from government service, there are still 51 out of the 62 trained to date (2007) alive and practicing, mostly in rural areas.
The quality of their work has been shown to be very good [3, 5] , but there are still questions among professionals about their competence, and there are problems with morale among the TCs, relating principally to professional recognition and salary. Similar problems have been noted in other countries [6, 7] .
In the last few years of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the growing awareness of the difficulties in retaining medical doctors in rural areas and the brain drain from low-income to high-income countries has renewed the interest in looking at alternatives of providing care. Recently, after the completion of this study in Mozambique, it was decided to give this category of mid-level health care provider recognition by additional training, leading to an academic degree.
Measures to address the challenge of the scarcity of human resources for health have been extensively revamped in recent years [8] [9] [10] . The Mozambican experience is paralleled by other countries [6] , in which the delegation of major surgery to non-doctors is particularly substantial -notably in Tanzania [7] and in Malawi [11] . An assessment of the work performance of the TCs showed that more than 90% of all caesarean sections, obstetric hysterectomies and laparotomies for ectopic pregnancy are carried out by TCs [4] . A similar scenario has been found in our recent study at district level in Tanzania [3] . The same pattern emerges from our recent study in Malawi, which shows that about 90% of all caesarean sections at district hospital level are carried out by surgically trained clinical officers and with unexpectedly good results [12] .
The present study is part of a broader ongoing evaluation, which assesses the use of TCs in providing basic surgery in rural areas, mainly the emergency obstetric care; the evaluation comprises four main studies (themes): (i) work performance of the TCs, (ii) comparison between the working histories of medical doctors and TCs, (iii) perceptions of the TCs about themselves and (iv) perceptions of other health professional about the TCs.
The relationship between the TC and other health professionals is important. Anecdotal information suggests that relational issues between TCs and other staff, mainly medical doctors affect motivation and performance of the TC. However, in Mozambique, no research has been conducted that portrays the views of health workers about the TC. Thus, the purpose of this study on health professionals' perceptions and the first of its kind, was to document the opinions and attitudes of various health professionals toward TCs, using approaches and methods previously reported [13] [14] [15] .
The original term used in Mozambique ('técnico de cirurgia'; TC) is preferred in this exploratory study. Other titles are used in other countries as noted by Dovlo [16] . Expressions such as 'clinical officer', 'medical assistant', 'assistant medical officer' and 'health officer' mean different things in different countries.
Methods
Mozambique, a long coastal country, has important developmental differences among the different regions; health resources as well as other resources are unevenly distributed benefiting the cities, particularly Maputo City, the national capital of the country. To take into account this range of differences, the study was conducted in three provinces, one in each of the three regions of the country: Nampula in the north, Zambézia in central Mozambique and Gaza in the south. In addition, two health facilities in the Maputo province were included. In Maputo city a number of hospital-based specialists were interviewed.
Moreover, the three provinces were chosen because they have the largest number of TCs and rural hospitals in their respective region. In each province, the interviews were conducted in all health facilities providing surgical care, yielding a total of 21 health units (two central hospitals, two provincial hospitals, two general hospitals, 12 rural hospitals and three health centres).
Health professionals were selected to capture a diversity of views: from health managers at system level to health care providers at the facility. During the pre-testing of instruments, it became clear that female participants (maternal and child health nurses) would not express freely their feelings in the group discussions. Furthermore, a certain reluctance to tackle openly the relationship issue was observed. Thus, the methods were adjusted to allow a better participation of these cadres and hence the individual interviews at facility level, initially planned only for medical doctors were expanded to include MCH nurses in the selected health units.
The study was conducted by a team of seven members: the three first authors and four provincial health workers from the evaluated provinces.
This exploratory study mainly examined the health workers' general opinions on the role played by the TC. In addition, the views of the health staff were assessed in other themes in order to explore and elicit reasons influencing the general opinion. Anecdotal information suggests that the perceived quality of care, performance, and relationships and collaboration with health facility team affect opinion and acceptability of health workers in regard to the TC. A fourth area included in the study was health workers' perceptions on the adequacy of support and supervision provided to TCs.
The study was carried out in the form of interviews using a semi-structured questionnaire with open questions in all institutions and health facilities; seventy-one staff were interviewed, comprising 18 general medical doctors, four gynaecologist-obstetricians, four orthopaedists, three surgeons, two public health specialists, 18 MCH nurses, nine operating room staff, eight district directors and five general nurses.
In addition, eight group discussion sessions of about two hours each were run in eight rural hospitals. Forty-eight participants attended the group discussion sessions. Medical doctors and district health officers were excluded in these discussions, because their hierarchical position could have limited free discussion.
Standard guidelines were developed for the group discussions and used in all the sessions held. The discussion began with a general question on the role played by TC. Towards the end of the session, the moderator probed for motivation, relationships, etc, if not already covered. During interviews and group discussions, notes were taken by both the main researcher and the assistant; immediately after the end of each session, data were compared for consistency and completeness and transcribed verbatim.
Interview data analysis comprised identifying and marking key points from each question (area of study) in each interview. Subsequently the emerging themes were identified and grouped by each health professional group. Focus group data were coded, analysed and summarised according to the different research topics.
Regarding core issues, no major differences emerged comparing interviews and group discussion data. However, the interview data were richer, thus selected interviewee responses translated verbatim from Portuguese to English are quoted in italics.
Results
Medical doctors represent the largest (31) group of our interviewees. Among them about two thirds (19) are managers at provincial level (9) or medical officers/hospital directors at district level (11) . Around one third are specialists, this group has a multifaceted relationship with the TC; their opinions, especially outside Maputo, are mainly those of carers of the patients referred by TCs, internship supervisors, and in some instances also colleagues. All interviewed health professionals were familiar with tasks carried out by the TC. Participants appear to have been open about their views during the group discussions but more frank about relationships during the interview. Overall, we focus on the interview method, limiting group discussion to general comments about the broad picture of the health professional views.
The findings give an overview of health staff in the four selected areas. Some emerged during data analysis, eliciting general opinions on the role played by the TC, the ade-quacy of their training, relationships with health facility team and career progression and remuneration.
In general, health staff is by and large positive to the TCs. In more than half the interviews and in the majority of the group discussions the opinions were predominantly positive. Nonetheless, in a limited proportion of interviews some negative aspects were pointed out. Criticism was more frequent among managers and specialists mainly those working outside Maputo.
The role played by the "técnico de cirurgia" Results from both interviews and group discussions show that the general opinion about the role played by TC is overwhelmingly positive. The interview data analysis identified seven themes most frequently mentioned in the interviews, which are summarized in Table 1 . The questionnaire was open ended, the respondents referring to these different areas spontaneously.
As illustrated in Table 1 , the vast majority, 64/71 (90%), of interviewees considered TCs to be important. Among medical doctors at all levels, bar the specialists working outside Maputo, this figure reached 100%. Other health staff interviewed at district level had a similar opinion; 37/ 40 (90%) considering TCs to have an important role. Interviewees, mainly non-physician staff, mostly associate the TCs' importance with the key role they play in maternal care and life saving skills in general. Besides this, the general opinion was that Rural Hospitals are almost completely dependent on TCs for surgical activity, for which they have adequate and usually appropriate training. Besides, it was noted during this study that the levels of absenteeism are lower than that of medical doctors.
Interviewees across all health professional groups also associate the presence of a TC in a district with an important reduction of costs. The surgical activities performed by the TCs lessen the pressure on the meagre healthcare resources by reducing the number of patient referrals. They reduce both emotional and financial costs for the patients and their families: Note: Given the multiple answers per interviewee, the total answers add more than the number of interviewees. In order to further improve the performance of these cadres, some interviewees drew attention to the above shortcomings and thought they should be addressed, either during the pre-service training of these cadres, or through a well designed hands-on, on-the-job training programme, e.g. by The National Surgery Programme, organizing regional training courses for these cadres once a year. However, for a number of reasons, not all the TCs have been able to attend these courses. The professionals interviewed felt that the training approach of these courses needs to be modified thoroughly; the specialists working in the referral hospitals with major contact with the TCs should have an active role in this training programme with emphasis on a more practical approach, implying a hands-on and problem-specific training process: Some TCs are considered arrogant. Some health professionals referred to a lack of openness from the TCs, which limited collaboration with other colleagues. This attitude sometimes is a source of problematic relationships and it hinders the learning process of other cadres and maintains levels of high workload for the TC. Some interviewees noted that the recently-launched training programme on safe motherhood trained medical doctors and mother and child health nurses; but due to the lack of collaboration of some TC in some districts these trained cadres are not applying the new skills acquired: 
Discussion
The views portrayed in this study hardly include the opinions of managers at central level; this notwithstanding efforts made to interview professionals in the Ministry of Health. The assistants who helped in note-taking were not always trained for the task, as in each province a provincial manager filled this 'position'. Besides the lack of training he or she was always known to the interviewees and to the group discussion participants; their colleague from the provincial authorities, thus in some stances was in higher hierarchal position. All this, may have affected the quality of data collected through some of the interviews. In spite of these limitations, the information obtained appears to provide an adequate picture of the health workers' feelings towards the TCs. The same questionnaire was administered across all different health professional groups and this enhanced comparability of answers. The themes that arose were consistent across interviews in the different provinces and different categories of health professionals.
This study shows that TCs in general are appreciated by other categories of health staff and that their contribution to surgical care is considered important by more than 90% of physicians and other staff. It is almost a universal opinion of the interviewees that the TCs are critical for surgical emergency care delivery, particularly in rural areas. This view has been pointed out in other studies on TCs in Mozambique [17] . Interviewees and participants in group discussions placed great emphasis on the life-saving skills of these cadres and considered that TCs have a key role in the rural hospitals, which serve vast geographical areas. They contribute to cost reduction and their activities alleviate the workload of the provincial hospitals.
The appreciation from health workers that TCs contribute significantly to a cost reduction has been confirmed in a recent study, in which it was established that the costeffectiveness of TCs in relation to medical doctors as far as caesarean section is concerned is approximately three times more favourable for TCs than for medical doctors.
Even if the salary of TCs were doubled, this ratio would be 2.5 times more favourable [18] .
Whilst rural hospitals in Mozambique play a key role in providing emergency surgical care, they are very few, only 32 in 2002. Thus, they offer surgical referral care to a cluster of districts, from three to five. Consequently, these hospitals serve as first surgical referral units for vast geographical areas which means long distances of up to 300 Km of frequently bad roads and serving large populations (from 90,000 to 1,500,000 inhabitants) and a considerable number of health facilities. Some of the interviewees, mainly mid-level cadres at district level, highlighted this fact as it greatly amplifies the importance of the role played by the TC.
In the initial decade of the training of TCs in Mozambique there was a clear opinion, above all among senior surgeons, that the introduction of TCs was only acceptable as a temporary solution to a critical problem of scarcity of human resources for health. Thus, no due attention was paid to the institutional and organizational implications of introducing a cadre playing such an important role. As a result the career progression of these cadres and other PHC practitioners is ill-defined. Some interviewed health professionals, mostly the medical doctors, stressed the problems of career progression and low pay of TCs, which to a certain extent leads to low motivation among the TCs.
Although in the interviews and group discussions the overwhelming majority of health professionals acknowledged the major role played by these cadres in the provision of surgical care, recognition is in fact inadequate. TCs hold unique and vital skills at district level. However, they are still considered and paid as mid-level cadres. They play a marginal role within the district management structure. These issues compounded by the elitist culture of the medical doctors, are important in shaping the existing relationships among them and other health professionals.
The findings of this study can be used to direct efforts to improve motivation of health workers in general and of TCs in particular.
Conclusion
Health professionals were almost always positive about the work carried out by TCs, though, in some instances, their pre-service training in therapeutic (pharmacologic) management was considered insufficient. Several interviewees considered that a more practical training should be decentralized to provincial hospitals, having a workload situation closer to the district level than hospitals in Maputo, the national capital. The TCs' professional status was not considered commensurate with the job they are asked to do, and career and remuneration issues continue to be unsolved problems. It was often recognized that TCs contribute to lowering costs by avoiding otherwise unnecessary referrals from district to provincial level for surgical and obstetrical emergencies requiring major surgery. The sustainability issue was raised frequently and health workers generally recognized that the retention of TCs at district level was much higher than that of doctors, and that without TCs it will be impossible to provide surgical services in rural areas for decades to come.
